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BY A. E. HOUSMAN
From The Name and Nature of Poetry

WHAT is poetry ? Is there a distinction to be made between
verse and poetry ? What is the experience which the reading
of poetry can provide ? These are the questions put by
A. E. Housman in this famous lecture, which was delivered in
Cambridge in 1933. He makes a distinction between verse
and poetry. He shows by example that poetry can appear in
prose as well as verse. He describes the special experience
enjoyed by those few who are really able to read poetry. His
own poems appeared in three volumes, A Shropshire Lad>
Last Poems and More Poems. In the Collected Poems a few more
were added, A. E. Housman was Professor of Latin in
Cambridge, and was known among scholars as a great
textual editor.

WHEN one begins to discuss the nature of poetry, the first
impediment in the way is the inherent vagueness of the
name, and the number of its legitimate senses. It is not
bad English to speak ofc prose and poetry * in the sense of
* prose and verse \ But it is wasteful; it squanders a
valuable word by stretching \t to fit a meaning which is
accurately expressed by a wider term. Verse mav lw
like the Tale of Sir Thopas in the judgement of Our Host
of the Tabard. * rvm doererel *: and the name of poetry
is generally restricted to verse which can at least be called
literature, though it may differ from prose only in its
metrical form, and be superior to prose only in the